in ii urn i milium i ii 

(H) EP 1 445 240 A1 



(12) EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION 



(4J) 


Date of publication; 


(51) IntCI. 7 : U02F 3/12, UO^r 1/44, 




ii.Uo.^uu4 bulletin ZUU4/00 


C02F 3/20, B01D 65/02 




Application number; 04004246.7 






Ljaxe ot ruing, u/.iu.iyyy 




(84) 


Designated Contracting States: 


• Janson, Arnold 




AT BE CH CY DE DK ES Fl FR GB GR IE IT LI LU 


Burlington Ontario L7N 2B2 (CA) 




MC NL PTSE 


• Rabie, Hamid 






Mississauga Ontario L5M 6G4 (CA) 


(30) 


Priority: 09.10.1998 US 103665 P 


• Singh, Manwinder 




14.01.1999 CA 225871 5 


Burlington Ontario L7S 1X7 (CA) 




20.01.1999 US 116591 P 






20.07.1999 CA 2278085 


(74) Representative: Gibbs, Christopher Stephen 




30.07.1999 CA 2279766 


Haseltine Lake, 






Imperial House, 


(62) 


Document number(s) of the earlier application(s) in 


15-19 Kingsway 




accordance with Art. 76 EPC: 


London WC2B 6UD (GB) 




99947155.0/1 119 522 








Remarks: 


(71) 


Applicant: ZENON ENVIRONMENTAL INC. 


This application was filed on 25 - 02 - 2004 as a 




Burlington, Ontario L7N 3P3 (CA) 


divisional application to the application mentioned 






under INID code 62. 


(72) 


Inventors: 




• 


Cote, Pierre 






Dundas Ontario L9H 3M6 (CA) 




(54) 


Cyclic aeration system for submerged membrane modules 


(57) 


An apparatus is described for cleaning or inhib- 


of not more than 1 20 seconds in duration while the per- 


iting the fouling of a plurality of membrane modules 20 


meate is withdrawn through the membrane modules 20. 



immersed in tank water 18 in a tank 12. Air is supplied This produces transientf low conditions in the tank water 

through aerators 38 to produce a flow of bubbles 36 ef- 1 8, the tank water 1 8 being accelerated or decelerated 

fectiveto clean or inhibit fouling of the membrane mod- for much of each cycle so that it is rarely in a steady 

ules. Theflow of air is alternated between a higher flow state during permeation. This gives rise to efficient 

rate and a lower flow rate, the lower flow rate being less cleaning of the membranes without overloading the aer- 

than one half of the higher flow rate, in repeated cycles ator system. The flow rates are controlled by a set of 

valves 254 and a controller 256. 
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Description 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] This invention relates to filtering liquids and 
particularly to using scouring air bubbles produced by 
an aeration system to clean or inhibit the fouling of mem- 
branes in a submerged membrane filter. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0002] Submerged membranes are used to treat liq- 
uids containing solids to produce a filtered liquid lean in 
solids and an unfiltered retentate rich in solids. For ex- 
ample, submerged membranes are used to withdraw 
substantially clean water from wastewater and to with- 
draw potable water from water from a lake or reservoir. 
[0003] The membranes are generally arranged in 
modules which comprise the membranes and headers 
attached to the membranes. The modules are immersed 
in a tank of water containing solids. A transmembrane 
pressure is applied across the membrane walls which 
causes filtered water to permeate through the mem- 
brane walls. Solids are rejected by the membranes and 
remain in the tank water to be biologically or chemically 
treated or drained from the tank. 
[0004] Air bubbles are introduced to the tank through 
aerators mounted below the membrane modules and 
connected by conduits to an air blower. The air bubbles 
rise to the surface of the tank water and create an air lift 
which recirculates tank water around the membrane 
module. When the rate of air flow is within an effective 
range, the rising bubbles and tank water scour and ag- 
itate the membranes to inhibit solids in the tank water 
from fouling the pores of the membranes. Further, there 
is also an oxygen transfer from the bubbles to the tank 
water which, in wastewater applications; provides oxy- 
gen for microorganism growth. The air blower generally 
runs continuously to minimize stress on the air blower 
motors and to provide a constant supply of air for micro- 
organism growth if desired. 

[0005] With typical aeration systems, an operator in- 
creases the rate of air flow to the aerators if more clean- 
ing is desired. This technique, however, stresses the 
membranes and air blower motors and increases the 
amount of energy used which significantly increases the 
operating costs of the process. Conversely, an operator 
typically decreases the rate of airflow to the aerators if 
less cleaning is desired. With this technique, however, 
the rate of air flow is often below the effective range, 
which does not provide efficient cleaning. Alternately, 
some operators reduce the average rate of air flow by 
providing air intermittently. This method allows for an air 
flow rate in the effective range but at the expense of the 
air blowers which wear rapidly when turned off and on 
frequently. In many cases, the warranty on the air blower 
is voided by such intermittent operation. 
[0006] Another concern with typical aeration systems 



is that they cause the tank water to move in a generally 
steady state recirculation pattern in the tank. The recir- 
culation pattern typically includes "dead zones" where 
tank water is not reached by the recirculating tank water 

5 and bubbles. The membranes in these dead zones, or 
the parts of the membranes in these dead zones, are 
not effectively cleaned and may be operating in water 
having a higher concentration of solids than in the tank 
water generally. Accordingly, these membranes, or the 

10 affected parts of these membranes, quickly foul with sol- 
ids. 

[0007] A related problem occurs in modules where 
hollow fibre membranes are installed with a small de- 
gree of slack to allow the membranes to move and 

15 shake off or avoid trapping solids. The movement of tank 
water in the tank encourages slackened membranes to 
assume a near steady state position, particularly near 
the ends of the membranes, which interferes with the 
useful movement of the fibres. 

20 [0008] Yet another concern with current aeration sys- 
tems is thatthe aerators themselves often foul overtime. 
Even while the air supply is on, the local air pressure 
near the perimeter of the aerator holes is low and often 
allows tank water to seep into the aerator. When aera- 

25 tion is stopped from time to time, for example for back- 
washing, cleaning or other maintenance procedures, 
more tank water may enter the aeration system. A por- 
tion of the tank water entering the aeration system evap- 
orates there, leaving deposits of solids in the aeration 

30 system. In wastewater applications in particular, the de- 
posited solids can significantly reduce the efficiency of 
the aeration system or cause an operator to periodically 
shut down filtration to clear or replace the aerators. 
[0009] Japanese Publication Number 7-185,271 de- 

35 scribes a filtration system having two or four membrane 
units separated by partitions. A blower feeds air to air 
dispensers located below each of the membrane units. 
A valve for each air dispenser is provided between the 
blower and each membrane unit. While filtration is 

40 stopped, the valves are opened and closed to provide 
1 5 minutes of airflowto each of the air dispensers in turn. 
[0010] Japanese Publication Number 8-323,161 de- 
scribes a filtration system in which a flat membrane is 
connected to permeate outlets provided at both sides of 

45 theflat membrane. Air dispersion tubes are provided un- 
der each half of the flat membrane. The air dispersion 
tubes under one half of the flat membrane are connect- 
ed to a blower through an electromagnetic valve. The 
air dispersion tubes under the other half of the flat mem- 

50 brane are connected to the blowerthrough another elec- 
tromagnetic valve. While withdrawing permeate from a 
first side of the flat membrane, bubbles are produced 
out of the air distribution tube below the other side of the 
flat membrane. After a caked layer of solids accumu- 

55 lates on the first side of the flat membrane, permeate 
withdrawal switches to the other side of the flat mem- 
brane and the first side of the flat sheet membrane is 
aerated until a caked layer of solids accumulates on the 
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second side of the flat membrane. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0011] It is an object of the present invention to pro- 
vide a cyclic aeration system that may be used for aer- 
ating ultrafiltration and microfiltration membrane mod- 
ules immersed in tank water in a tank. This is achieved 
by the cyclic aeration system defined in the independent 
claims. In some embodiments the system uses a valve 
set and a valve set controllerto connect an air supply to 
a plurality of distinct branches of an air delivery network. 
The distinct branches of the air delivery network are in 
turn connected to aerators located belowthe membrane 
modules. While the air supply is operated to supply a 
steady initial flow of air, the valve set and valve set con- 
troller split and distribute the initial airflow between the 
distinct branches of the air distribution system so that 
the airflow to each distinct branch alternates between 
a higher flow rate and a lower flow rate in repeated cy- 
cles. 

[0012] In one embodiment, the cyclic aeration system 
is used to provide intermittent aeration to membrane 
modules arranged in a plurality of filtration zones, each 
associated with a distinct branch of the air delivery net- 
work. The cyclic aeration system is configured and op- 
erated to provide aeration for a predetermined amount 
of time to each filtration zone in turn. In other embodi- 
ments, the cyclic aeration system is used to provide in- 
tense aeration to a group of membrane modules. In one 
such embodiment, the cyclic aeration system is config- 
ured and operated to provide air to a branch of the air 
delivery network alternating between a higher flow rate 
and a lower flow rate in cycles of 120 seconds or less. 
In another such embodiment, aerators associated with 
a first branch of the air delivery network are interspersed 
with aerators associated with a second branch of the air 
delivery network. Airflow at a higher flow rate is alter- 
nated between the first and second branches of the air 
delivery network in cycles of 120 seconds or less. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0013] Preferred embodiments of the present inven- 
tion will now be described with reference to the following 
figures. 

Figure 1 A is a schematic drawing of a submerged 
membrane reactor. 

Figures 1 B, 1 C and 1 D are drawings of membrane 
modules according to embodiments of the present 
invention. 

Figure 2 is a plan view schematic of an aeration sys- 
tem according to an embodiment of the present in- 
vention. 



Figure 3 is a series of graphs showing the effect of 
operating an embodiment of the present invention. 

Figures 4A. 4B, and 4C are schematic drawings of 
5 valve sets and valve controllers according to em- 
bodiments of the invention. 

Figure 5 is a plan view schematic of membrane 
modules and an aeration system according to an 
10 embodiment of the invention. 

Figure 6 is a plan view schematic of membrane 
modules and an aeration system according to an- 
other embodiment of the invention. 

15 

Figure 7A is a plan view schematic of membrane 
modules and an aeration system according to an- 
other embodiment of the invention. 

20 Figures 7B, 7C and 7D are elevational representa- 
tions of membrane modules and parts of an aera- 
tion system according to alternatives to the embod- 
iment of Figure 7A. 

25 Figures 8A and 8B are elevational representations 
of membrane modules and parts of an aeration sys- 
tem according to an embodiment of the invention 
under the influence of a cyclic aeration system. 

30 Figures 9A, 9B, 9C and 9D are drawings of aerators 
according to an embodiment of the invention. 

Figures 10A, 10B and 10C are charts showing the 
results of tests performed on embodiments of the 
35 invention having two groups of aerators. 

Figure 1 1 is a chart showing the results of tests per- 
formed on embodiments of the invention having a 
single group of aerators. 

40 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF EMBODIMENTS 
General Description 

45 [0014] Referring now to Figure 1A, the general ar- 
rangement of a reactor 10 is shown. The description of 
the reactor 1 0 in this section applies generally to various 
embodiments to be described below to the extent that it 
is not inconsistent with the description of any particular 

50 embodiment. 

[0015] The reactor 10 has a tank 12 which is initially 
filled with feed water 14 through an inlet 16. The feed 
water 14 may contain microorganisms, suspended sol- 
ids or othermatter which will be collectively called solids. 

55 Once in the tank, the feed water 14 becomes tank water 
1 8 which may have increased concentrations of the var- 
ious solids, particularly where the reactor 10 is used to 
treat wastewater. 
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[0016] One or more membrane modules 20 are 
mounted in the tank and have one or more headers 22 
in fluid communication with a permeate side of one or 
more membranes 6. The membranes 6 in the mem- 
brane modules 20 have a pore size in the microti Itration 
or ultrafiltration range, preferably between 0.003 and 10 
microns. 

[001 7] Membrane modules 20 are available in various 
sizes and configurations with various header configura- 
tions. For example, the membranes 6 may be hollow fi- 
bres potted in one or more headers 22 such that the lu- 
mens of the hollowfibres are in fluid communication with 
at least one header 22. The headers 22 may be of any 
convenient shape but typically have a rectangular or 
round face where they attach to the membranes 6. Al- 
ternatively, the membranes 6 may be flat sheets which 
are typically oriented vertically in a spaced apart pair 
with headers 22 on all four sides in fluid communication 
with the resulting interior surface. A membrane module 
20 may have one or more microfiltration or ultrafiltration 
membranes 6 and many membrane modules 20 may be 
joined together to form larger membrane modules, or 
cassettes, but all such configurations will be referred to 
as membrane modules 20. 

[0018] Figures 1B, 1C and 1D illustrate preferred 
membrane modules 20 having rectangular skeins 8. In 
each rectangular skein 8, hollow fibre membranes 23 
are held between two opposed headers 22. The ends 
of each membrane 23 are surrounded by potting resin 
to produce a watertight connection between the outside 
of the membrane 23 and the headers 22 while keeping 
the lumens of the hollow fibre membranes 23 in fluid 
communication with at least one header 22. The rectan- 
gular skeins 8 may be oriented in a horizontal plane (Fig- 
ure 1 B), vertically (Figure 1 C) or horizontally in a vertical 
plane (Figure 1 D). A plurality of rectangular skeins 8 are 
typically joined together in a membrane module 20. 
[0019] Although a single row of hollow fibre mem- 
branes 23 is illustrated in each rectangular skein 8, a 
typical rectangular skein 8 has a mass of hollow fibre 
membranes 23 between 2 cm and 1 0 cm wide. The hol- 
low fibre membranes 23 typically have an outside diam- 
eter between 0.4 mm and 4.0 mm and are potted at a 
packing density between 10% and 40%. The hollow fi- 
bre membranes 23 are typically between 400 mm and 
1,800 mm long and mounted with between 0.1% and 
5% slack. 

[0020] Referring again to Figure 1A, the tank 12 is 
kept filled with tank water 18 above the level of the mem- 
branes 6 in the membrane modules 20 during permea- 
tion. Filtered water called permeate 24 flows through the 
walls of the membranes 6 in the membrane modules 20 
under the influence of a transmembrane pressure and 
collects at the headers 22 to be transported to a perme- 
ate outlet 26 through a permeate line 28. The transmem- 
brane pressure is preferably created by a permeate 
pump 30 which creates a partial vacuum in a permeate 
line 28. The transmembrane pressure may vary for dif- 



ferent membranes and different applications, but is typ- 
ically between 1 kPa and 150 kPa. Permeate 24 may 
also be periodically flowed in a reverse direction through 
the membrane modules 20 to assist in cleaning the 
5 membrane modules 20. 

[0021] During permeation, the membranes 6 reject 
solids which remain in the tank water 18. These solids 
may be removed by a number of methods including di- 
gestion by microorganisms if the reactor 10 is a biore- 
10 actor or draining the tank 12 periodically or by continu- 
ously removing a portion of the tank water 1 8, the latter 
two methods accomplished by opening a drain valve 32 
in a drain conduit 34 at the bottom of the tank. 
[0022] An aeration system 37 has one or more aera- 
15 tors 38 connected by an air delivery system 40 and a 
distribution manifold 51 to an air source 42, which is typ- 
ically one or more air blowers, and produces bubbles 36 
in the tank water. The aerators 38 may be of various 
types including distinct aerators, such as cap aerators, 
20 or simply holes drilled in conduits attached to or part of 
the distribution manifold 51 . The bubbles 36 are prefer- 
ably made of air but may be made of other gasses such 
as oxygen or oxygen enriched air if required. 
[0023] The aerators 38 are located generally below 
25 the membrane modules 20. If the membrane modules 
20 are made of rectangular skeins 8 having vertical hol- 
low fibre membranes 23, the aerators 38 are preferably 
located to produce bubbles near the edges of the lower 
header. With rectangular skeins 8 having hollow fibre 
30 membranes 23 in a vertical plane, the aerators 38 are 
preferably located to produce bubbles in a line directly 
below the vertical plane. With rectangular skeins 8 hav- 
ing hollowfibre membranes 23 in a horizontal plane, the 
aerators 38 are preferably located to produce bubbles 
35 evenly dispersed below the plane. 

[0024] The bubbles 36 agitate the membranes 6 
which inhibits their fouling or cleans them. In addition, 
the bubbles 36 also decrease the local density of tank 
water 18 in or near the membrane modules 20 which 
40 creates an air-lift effect causing tank water 18 to flow 
upwards past the membrane modules 20. The air lift ef- 
fect causes a recirculation pattern 46 in which the tank 
water 1 8 flows upwards through the membrane modules 
20 and then downwards along the sides or other parts 
45 of the tank. The bubbles 36 typically burst at the surface 
and do not generally follow the tank water 18 through 
the downward flowing parts of the recirculation pattern 
46. The tank water 18 may also flow according to, for 
example, movement from the inlet 16 to the drain con- 
50 duit 34, but such flow does not override the flow pro- 
duced by the bubbles 36. 

[0025] The bubbles 36 have an average diameter 
between .1 and 50 mm. Individual large bubbles 36 are 
believed to be more effective in cleaning or inhibiting 
55 fouling of the membranes 6, but smaller bubbles 36 are 
more efficient in transferring oxygen to the tank water 
18 and require less energy to produce per bubble 36. 
Bubbles 36 between 3 mm and 20 mm, and more pref- 
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erably between 5 mm and 15 mm in diameter, are suit- 
able for use in many wastewater applications. Bubbles 
36 in the ranges described immediately above provide 
effective cleaning of the membranes 6 and acceptable 
transfer of oxygen to the tank water 1 8 without causing 
excessive foaming of the tank water 18 at the surface 
of the tank 1 2. If the reactor 1 0 is used to create potable 
water or for other applications where oxygen transfer is 
not required, then bubbles between 5 mm and 25 mm 
are preferred. 

[0026] The bubbles 36 may be larger than a hole in 
an aerator 38 where the bubble 36 is created according 
to known factors such as air pressure and flow rate and 
the depth of the aerators 38 below the surface of the 
tank water 18. If the aerators 38 are located near the 
bottom of a large tank 12, such as those used in munic- 
ipal treatment works, an aerator 38 with holes of be- 
tween 2 mm and 15 mm and preferably between 5 mm 
and 10 mm might be used. The air pressure supplied 
(relative to atmospheric pressure) is typically deter- 
mined by the head of water at the depth of submergence 
of the aerators 38 (approximately 1 0 kPa per metre) plus 
an additional pressure required to get the desired rate 
of air flow through the aerators 38. There is a typically 
a pressure drop of between 5 mm and 1 00 mm of water, 
and more typically between 1 0 mm and 50 mm of water, 
across the holes of the aerators 38. Parts of the aeration 
system 37 located at a distance below the bottom of the 
holes of the aerators 38 equal to the pressure drop are 
generally free of tank water when the air source 42 is 
operating, although small amounts of tank water 1 8 may 
still seep into the aeration system 37. 

Cyclic Aeration System 

[0027] Now referring to Figure 2 a cyclic aeration sys- 
tem 237 is shown having an air supply 242 in fluid com- 
munication with a valve set 254, the valve set 254 con- 
trolled by a valve controller 256. The valve set 254 is in 
fluid communication with an air delivery network 240 
having a plurality of distinct branches each in fluid com- 
munication with distinct manifolds 251 in fluid commu- 
nication with conduit aerators 238. Other types of aera- 
tors may also be used with suitable modifications to the 
manifolds 251 or air delivery network, but conduit aera- 
tors 238 are preferred. The third branch of the air deliv- 
ery network 240 and the third manifold 251 are shown 
in dashed lines to indicate that the number of distinct 
branches of the air delivery network 240 and manifolds 
251 may be two or more, but preferably not more than 
15. 

[0028] The air supply 242 is a source of pressurized 
air, typically one or more air blowers, and provides a flow 
of a gas at an initial rate to the cyclic aeration system. 
The gas is most often air, but may also be oxygen, ox- 
ygen or ozone enriched air, or nitrogen in which cases 
the air supply 242 will include oxygenation or ozonation 
equipment etc. in addition to an air blower. In this doc- 



ument, however, the term "air" will be used to refer to 
any appropriate gas. The amount of air provided by the 
air supply 242 is best determined by summing the 
amount of air provided to all conduit aerators 238 (to be 
5 described below) serviced by the air supply 242. It is 
preferred that the air supply 242 supply a constant 
amount of air over time. 

[0029] The valve set 254 and valve controller 256 will 
be described in more detail below. In general terms, 
however, the valve set 254 and valve controller 256 (a) 
split the air flow from the air supply 242 between the 
branches of the air delivery network 240 such that, at a 
point in time, some of the branches receive air at a high- 
er rate of air flow and some of the branches receive air 
at a lower rate of airflow and (b) switch which branches 
of the air delivery network 240 receive the higher and 
lower rates of airflow in repeated cycles. 
[0030] An example is illustrated in Figure 3. In each 
of parts a), b), and c) of Figure 3, Rh indicates a higher 
rate of airflow; R1 indicates a lower rate of airflow; and, 
the time from 0 to t3 indicates a cycle which would be 
repeated. The cycle is divided into three substantially 
equal time periods, 0-t1 ; t1 - 12; and, t2 - 13. In each of 
these periods, one branch of the air delivery system 240 
and its associated manifold 251 receive air at Rh while 
the others receive air at Rl. Similarly, each branch of the 
air delivery system 240 and its associated manifold 251 
receives air at Rh for one third of the cycles and at R1 
for two thirds of the cycle. 

[0031 ] Many of the valve sets 254 to be described be- 
low can be used to produce smooth variations in air flow 
rate to a manifold 251 , but it is preferred if the variation 
is fairly abrupt as suggested by Figure 3. The inventors 
have noticed that such an abrupt change produces a 
short burst of unusually large bubbles 36 which appear 
to have a significant cleaning orfouling-inhibiting effect. 
The abrupt changes often also produces a spike in air 
flow rate shortly after the transition from R1 to Rh which 
produces a corresponding pressure surge. This pres- 
sure surge must be kept within the design limits of the 
cyclic aeration system 237 or appropriate blow-off 
valves etc. provided. 

[0032] The amount of air provided to a manifold 251 
or branch of air delivery network 240 is dependent on 
numerous factors but is preferably related to the super- 
ficial velocity of air flow for the conduit aerators 238. 
[0033] The superficial velocity of airflow is defined as 
the rate of air flow to the conduit aerators 238 at stand- 
ard conditions (1 atmosphere and 25 degrees Celsius) 
divided by the cross sectional area of aeration. The 
cross sectional area of aeration is determined by meas- 
uring the area effectively aerated by the conduit aerators 
238. Superficial velocities of airflow of between 0.013 
m/s and 0.15 m/s are preferred at the higher rate (Rh). 
Air blowers for use in drinking water applications may 
be sized towards the lower end of the range while air 
blowers used for waste water applications may be sized 
near the higher end of the range. 
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[0034] R1 is typically less than one half of Rh and is 
often an air off condition with no flow. Within this range, 
the lower rate of airflow is influenced by the quality of 
the feed water 14. An air off condition is generally pre- 
ferred, but with some feed water 14, the hollow fibre 
membranes 23 foul significantly even within a short pe- 
riod of aeration at the lower rate. In these cases, better 
results are obtained when the lower rate of air flow ap- 
proaches one half of the higher rate. 
[0035] Referring now to Figures 4A, 4B and 4C, alter- 
native embodiments of the valve set 254 and valve con- 
troller 256 are shown. In Figure 4A, an air supply 242 
blows air into a three-way valve 292, preferably a ball 
valve, with its two remaining orifices connected to two 
manifolds 251 . A three way valve controller 294 alter- 
nately opens an air pathway to one of the manifolds 251 
and then the other. Preferably there is a phase shift of 
1 80 degrees so that the air pathway to one of the man- 
ifolds 251 opens while the airway to the other manifold 
251 closes. The three-way valve 292 may be mechani- 
cally operated by handle 296 connected by connector 
298 to a lever 299 on the three-way valve controller 294 
which is a drive unit turning at the required speed of ro- 
tation of the lever 299. Preferably, however, the three 
way valve controller 294 is a microprocessor and servo 
or solenoid combination which can be more easily con- 
figured to abruptly move the three way valve 292. 
[0036] In Figure 4B, the air supply 242 blows air into 
a connector 261 which splits the air flow into a low flow 
line 262 and a high flow line 264. A valve 266 in the low 
flow line 262 is adjusted so that flow in the low flow line 
262 is preferably less than one half of the flow in the 
high flow line 264. A controller 268, preferably a timer, 
a microprocessor or one or more motors with electrical 
or mechanical links to the valves to be described next, 
controls a low valve 270, which may be a solenoid valve 
or a 3 way ball valve, and a high valve 272, which may 
be a solenoid valve or a 3 way ball valve, so that for a 
first period of time (a first part of a cycle) air in the low 
flow line 262 flows to one of the manifolds 251 and air 
in the high flow line flows to the other manifold 251 . For 
a second period of time (a second part of a cycle), the 
low valve 270 and high valve 272 are controlled so that 
air in the low flow line 262 flows to the a manifold 251 
through cross conduit 274 and air in the high flow line 
264 flows to the other manifold 251 through reverse con- 
duit 276. 

[0037] In Figure 4C, air supply 242 blows air into a 
blower header 260 connected by slave valves 284 to 
manifolds 251 . Each valve 284 is controlled by a slave 
device 280, typically a solenoid or a servo motor. The 
slave devices are operated by a microprocessor 282 
programmed to open and close the slave valves 284 in 
accordance with the system operation described in this 
section and the embodiments below. 



Use of Cyclic Aeration to Provide Efficient intermittent 
Aeration 

[0038] Use of the cyclic aeration system 237 to pro- 
5 vide efficient intermittent aeration will now be described 
with reference to the following embodiment, it being un- 
derstood that the invention is not limited to the embod- 
iment. Referring to Figure 5, an aeration system 237 is 
shown for use in providing intermittent aeration to six 
membrane modules 20 (shown with dashed lines) in a 
filtration tank41 2. Thefiltrationtank41 2 has sixfiltration 
zones (also shown with dashed lines) corresponding to 
the six membrane modules 20. Alternatively, the filtra- 
tion zones could be provided in separate tanks with one 
or more membrane modules 20 in each tank. The mem- 
brane modules 20 will be used to filter a relatively foulant 
free surface water such that intermittent aeration is suit- 
able. 

[0039] The air delivery network 240 has six distinct 
branches each connected to a header 251 in a filtration 
zone. Each header 251 is in turn connected to conduit 
aerators 238 mounted generally below the membrane 
modules 20. The valve set 254 and valve controller 256 
are configured and operated to provide air from the air 
supply 242 to the air delivery network 240 in a 7.5 minute 
cycle in which air at the higher rate is supplied for about 
75 seconds to each branch of the air delivery network 
240 in turn. While a branch of the air delivery network 
240 is not receiving air at the higher rate, it receives air 
at the lower rate. Accordingly, each header 251 receives 
air at the higher rate for 75 seconds out of every 7.5 
minutes. Operation of the air supply 242, however, is 
constant and an air supply sized for one manifold 251 
is used to service six such manifolds. 
[0040] It is preferable if backwash ing of the mem- 
brane modules 20 is also performed on the membrane 
modules in turn such that backwashing of a membrane 
module 20 occurs while the membrane module 20 is be- 
ing aerated. The membrane modules 20 can be back- 
washed most easily when each membrane module 20 
is serviced by its own permeate pump 30 and associated 
backwashing apparatus. In large municipal systems, for 
example, the permeation and backwashing apparatus 
are typically limited to about 8 to 11 ML/d capacity. Ac- 
cordingly a medium size plant (ie. in the range of 40 ML/ 
d) will have several membrane modules 20 serviced by 
sets of permeation and backwashing apparatus which 
can be individually controlled. In some plants, back- 
washing is performed on the membrane modules 20 in 
turn to produce an even supply of permeate 24 regard- 
less of aeration. 

[0041] In a pilot study conducted with feed water hav- 
ing turbidity of .3 ntu and colour of 3.9 tcu, for example, 
the inventors were able to achieve acceptable sustained 
permeability of a membrane module using 75 seconds 
of aeration at a higher rate of .035 m/s superficial veloc- 
ity every 1 5 minutes and 1 5 seconds. For the remainder 
of the cycle there was no aeration. Each cycle involved 
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15 minutes of permeation through the membrane mod- 
ules 20 and 15 seconds of backwash ing. The 75 sec- 
onds of aeration was timed so that there was 30 seconds 
of aeration before the backpulse ; aeration during the 
backpulse, and 30 seconds of aeration after the back- 
pulse. The test suggests that if cycled aeration is timed 
to coincide for each manifold 251 with the backwashing 
of the associated membrane module 20, then about 1 2 
membrane modules 20 could be serviced by a single air 
supply 242 as part of the cyclic aeration system 237. 

Use of Cyclic Aeration to Provide Intense Aeration 

[0042] Use of the cyclic aeration system 237 to pro- 
vide intense aeration will now be described with refer- 
ence to the following embodiment, it being understood 
that the invention is not limited to the embodiment. Re- 
ferring to Figure 6, an aeration system 237 is shown for 
use in providing aeration alternating between two sets 
of membrane modules 20 (shown with dashed lines) in 
a filtration vessel 512. The filtration vessel 51 2 has two 
filtration zones (also shown with dashed lines) corre- 
sponding to the two sets of membrane modules 20. Al- 
ternately, the filtration zones could be provided in sep- 
arate tanks with one or more membrane modules 20 in 
each tank. The membrane modules 20 will be used to 
filter a relatively foulant-rich surface water or a waste- 
water such that intense aeration is suitable. 
[0043] The air delivery network 240 has two distinct 
branches each connected to headers 251 in a filtration 
zone. Each header 251 is in turn connected to conduit 
aerators 238 mounted generally below the membrane 
modules 20. The valve set 254 and valve controller 256 
are configured and operated to provide air from the air 
supply 242 to the air delivery network 240 in a short cy- 
cle in which air at the higher rate is supplied for one half 
of the cycle to each branch of the air delivery network 
240. While a branch of the air delivery network 240 is 
not receiving air at the higher rate, it receives air at the 
lower rate. 

[0044] The preferred total cycle time may vary with the 
depth of the filtration vessel 512, the design of the mem- 
brane modules 20, process parameters and the condi- 
tions of the feed water 14 to be treated, but preferably 
is at least 1 0 seconds (5 seconds at the full rate and 5 
seconds at the reduced rate) where the filtration vessel 
512 is a typical municipal tank between 1 m and 10 m 
deep . A cycle time of up to 1 20 seconds (60 seconds at 
the full rate, 60 seconds at the reduced rate) may be 
effective, but preferably the cycle time does not exceed 
60 seconds (30 seconds at the full rate, 30 seconds at 
the reduced rate) where the filtration vessel 51 2 is a typ- 
ical municipal tank. 

[0045] The inventors believe that such rapid cycling 
creates transient flow within the tank water 18. In par- 
ticular, an air lift effect is created or strengthened when 
the rate of airflow changes from R1 to Rh causing the 
tank water 18 to accelerate. Shortly afterwards, howev- 



er, aeration and the air lift effect are sharply reduced 
causing the tank water 1 8 to decelerate. With very short 
cycles, the tank water 1 8 is accelerating or decelerating 
for much of the cycle and is rarely in a steady state. It 

5 is believed that formation of quiescent zones in the tank 
water 1 8 is inhibited and that beneficial movement of the 
hollow fibre membranes 23 is enhanced. For example, 
horizontal hollow fibre membranes 23, as shown in the 
rectangular skeins 8 of Figures 1B and 1D, assume a 

10 generally concave downward shape under steady state 
aeration and experience limited movement attheirends. 
With cyclic aeration as described above, however, ten- 
sion in the hollow fibre membranes 23 is released cycli- 
cally and, in some cases, local currents which flow 

15 downward may be created for brief periods of time. The 
ends of the horizontal hollow fibre membranes 23 expe- 
rience more beneficial movement and foul less rapidly. 
Since the beneficial effects may be linked to creating 
transient flow, it is also believed that factors which effect 

20 acceleration of the water column above a set of conduit 
aerators 238, such as tank depth or shrouding, could 
modify the preferred cycle times stated above. 

Use of Cyclic Aeration to Promote Horizontal Flow 

25 

[0046] Use of the cyclic aeration system 237 to pro- 
mote horizontal flow in the tank water 18 will now be 
described with reference to the following embodiment, 
it being understood that the invention is not limited to 

30 the embodiment. Referring to Figure 7A, an aeration 
system 237 is shown for use in aerating membrane 
modules 20 in a process tank 61 2. The membrane mod- 
ules 20 will be used to filter a relatively foulant-rich sur- 
face water or a wastewater such that intense aeration 

35 is suitable. 

[0047] The air delivery network 240 has two distinct 
branches each connected to two distinct headers 251 , 
both in a single filtration zone. The headers 251 will be 
referred to as header 251 a and 251 b where convenient 

40 to distinguish between them. Headers 251 are connect- 
ed to conduit aerators 238 such thatthe conduit aerators 
238 attached to header 251a are interspersed with the 
conduit aerators 238 attached to header 251b. One 
such arrangement is shown in Figure 7A in which head- 

45 er251a is connected to conduit aerators 238 directly be- 
neath the membrane modules 20 while header 251 b is 
connected to horizontally displaced conduit aerators 
238 located beneath and between the membrane mod- 
ules 20. Referring now to Figures 7B, 7C and 7D, a set 

50 of variations of the embodiment of Figure 7A is shown. 
In Figure 73, header 251a and header 251b are con- 
nected to alternating horizontally displaced conduit aer- 
ators 238 located beneath the membrane modules 20. 
In Figure 7C, header 251a and header 251b are con- 

55 nected to alternating horizontally displaced conduit aer- 
ators 238 located directly beneath alternating mem- 
brane modules 20. In Figure 7C, header 251 a and head- 
er 251b are connected to alternating horizontally dis- 
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placed conduit aerators 238 located directly beneath 
and between alternating membrane modules 20. In 
each of these cases, the pattern may be repeated where 
more membrane modules 20 are used. 
[0048] Each of header 251 a and header 251 b is con- 
nected to a distinct branch of the air delivery network 
240 in turn connected to a valve set 254. The valve set 
254 and a valve controller 256 are configured and op- 
erated to provide air from an air supply 242 to the air 
delivery network 240 in a short cycle in which air at a 
higher rate is supplied for one half of the cycle to each 
branch of the air delivery network 240. While a branch 
of the air delivery network 240 is not receiving air at the 
higher rate, it receives air at the lower rate. The lower 
flow rate is preferably one half or less of the higher flow 
rate and, where conditions allow it, the lower flow rate 
is preferably an air-off condition. 
[0049] The total cycle time may vary with the depth of 
the process tank 61 2 the design of the membrane mod- 
ules 20, process parameters and the conditions of the 
feed water 14 to be treated, but preferably is at least 2 
seconds (1 second at the full rate and 1 second at the 
reduced rate) and less than 120 seconds (60 seconds 
at the full rate, 60 seconds at the reduced rate) where 
the process tank 61 2 is atypical municipal tank between 
1 m and 1 0 m deep. Preferably, however, the cycle time 
is between 20 seconds and 40 seconds in length. Short 
cycles of 10 seconds or less may not be sufficient to 
establish regions of different densities in the tank water 
18 in a deep tank 12 where such time is insufficient to 
allow the bubbles 36 to rise through a significant dis- 
tance relative to the depth of the tank 12. Long cycles 
of 120 seconds or more may result in parts of a mem- 
brane module 20 not receiving bubbles 36 for extended 
periods of time which can result in rapid fouling. As dis- 
cussed above, the beneficial effects of the invention 
may be linked to creating transient flow and it is believed 
that factors which effect acceleration of the water col- 
umn above a set of conduit aerators 238, such as tank 
depth or shrouding, could modify the preferred cycle 
times stated above. 

[0050] In this embodiment, having the conduit aera- 
tors 238 connected to header251 a interspersed with the 
conduit aerators 238 attached to header 251b creates 
varying areas of higher and lower density in the tank wa- 
ter 18 within a filtration zone. As described above, the 
inventors believe thatthese variations produce transient 
flow in the tank water 18. Where the effective areas of 
aeration above conduit aerators 238 attached to distinct 
branches of the air delivery network 240 are sufficiently 
small, however, the inventors believe that appreciable 
transient flow is created in a horizontal direction be- 
tween areas above conduit aerators 238 attached to dif- 
ferent branches of the air delivery network 240. Refer- 
ring to Figures 7A, 7B, 7C, 7D the membrane modules 
20 shown are preferably of the size of one or two rec- 
tangular skeins 8. 

[0051] As an example, in Figures 8A and 8B mem- 



brane modules 220 made of rectangular skeins 8 with 
hollow fibre membranes 23 oriented vertically aerated 
by a cyclic aeration system 237 with conduit aerators 
238 located relative to the membrane modules 220 as 

5 shown in Figure 7D. In Figures 8A and 8B, the degree 
of slack of the hollow fibre membranes 23 is highly ex- 
aggerated for easier illustration. Further, only two hollow 
fibre membranes 23 are illustrated for each vertical rec- 
tangular skein 8 although, as discussed above, a rec- 

10 tangular skein 8 would actually be constructed of many 
hollow fibre membranes 23. 

[0052] With steady state aeration, it is difficult to en- 
courage bubbles 36 to penetrate the vertical rectangular 
skeins 8. The natural tendency of the bubbles 36 is to 
15 go through the areas with lowest resistance such as 
around the membrane modules 220 orthrough slots be- 
tween the membrane modules 220 and the hollow fibre 
membranes 23 on the outer edge of the vertical rectan- 
gular skeins 8 may have significantly more contact with 
20 the bubbles 36. Further, the upper 1 0-20% of the hollow 
fibre membranes 23 is often forced into a tightly curved 
shape by the air lift effect and moves only very little. A 
smaller portion at the bottom of the hollow fibre mem- 
branes 23 may also be tightly curved by the currenttrav- 
25 elling aroundthe lower header22. In these tightly curved 
areas, the hollowfibre membranes 23 foul more rapidly. 
[0053] With cyclic aeration, however, air at the higher 
rate is alternated between header 251a and header 
251b. When more air is supplied to header 251a, the 
30 hollow fibre membranes 23 assume an average shape 
as shown in Figure 8A with a first local recirculation pat- 
tern 380 as shown. When more air is supplied to header 
251 b, the hollow fibre membranes 23 assume an aver- 
age shape as shown in Figure 8B with a second local 
35 recirculation pattern 382 as shown. Under the influence 
of a cyclic aeration system 237, the hollow fibre mem- 
branes 23 alternate between the positions shown in Fig- 
ures 8A and 8B. Accordingly, the portion of the hollow 
fibre membranes 23 which moves only very little is de- 
40 creased in size. The cycling also creates a reversing 
flow into and out of the vertical rectangular skeins 8 
which the inventors believe encourages bubbles 36 to 
penetrate deeper into the vertical rectangular skeins 8. 



[0054] Now referring to Figure 9A, a conduit aerator 
238 is shown. The conduit aerator 238 has an elongated 
hollow body 302 which is a circular pipe having an in- 
ternal diameter between 15 mm and 100 mm. A series 
of holes 304 pierce the body 302 allowing air to flow out 
of the conduit aerator 238 to create bubbles. The size, 
number and location of holes may vary but for a rectan- 
gular skein 8, for example, 2 holes (one on each side) 
of between 5 mm and 10 mm in diameter placed every 
50 mm to 1 00 mm along the body 302 and supplied with 
an airflow which results in a pressure drop through the 
holes of between 1 0 to 1 00 mm of water at the depth of 
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the conduit aerator 238 are suitable. 
[0055] Air enters the conduit aerator 238 at an aerator 
inlet 306. At the opposite end of the conduit aerator 238 
is an outlet 308. The highest point on the outlet 308 is 
located below the lowest point on the aerator inlet 306 
by a vertical distance between the minimum and maxi- 
mum expected pressure drop of water at the depth of 
the conduit aerator 238 across the holes 304. The min- 
imum expected pressure drop of water at the depth of 
the conduit aerator 238 across the holes 304 is prefer- 
ably at least as much as the distance between the top 
of the holes 304 and the interior bottom of the body 302. 
An air/water interface 309 between the air in the conduit 
aerator 238 and the water surrounding the conduit aer- 
ator 238 will be located below the interior bottom of the 
body 302 but above the highest point on the outlet 308. 
In this way, tank water 18 entering the conduit aerator 
238 will flow to the outlet 308 and not accumulate near 
the holes 304. 

[0056] Now referring to Figure 9B, another conduit 
aerator 238 is shown which is preferred for use with rel- 
atively clean tank water 1 8. The body 302 has a rectan- 
gular cross section but is open on the bottom. The con- 
duit aerator 238 may be a separate component or inte- 
grated into the headers 22 of a membrane module 20 in 
which case the bottom of a lower header 22 may serve 
as the top of the body 302. The end of the body 302 is 
capped with a cap 31 0 which again may be a part of a 
header 22. With the bottom of the body 302 open to the 
tank water 1 8, tank water 1 8 which seeps into the con- 
duit aerator 238 flows back to the tank water 1 8. To pre- 
vent bubbles 36 from forming at the bottom of the con- 
duit aerator 238, the sides of the body 302 extend below 
the bottom of the holes 304 by a distance greater than 
the expected pressure drop through the holes 304. 
[0057] Now referring to Figure 9C. another conduit 
aerator238 is similar to the conduit aerator 238 of Figure 
9A except as will be described herein. A rubber sleeve 
400, shown partially cut away, covers the body 302 and 
has slits 402 corresponding with the holes 304. The slits 
402 open when air is flowed into the conduit aerator 238 
opening to a larger size when a higher rate of air flow is 
used. Accordingly, the slits 402 produce larger bubbles 
36 at the full rate of airflow and smaller bubbles 36 at 
the reduced rate of airflow. In wastewater applications, 
the reduced size of the bubbles 36 provides improved 
oxygen transfer efficiency at the reduced rate of airflow. 
[0058] Now referring to Figure 9D, another conduit 
aerator is shown which is preferred for use with relatively 
solids-rich tank water 1 8. The body 302 is a tube 32 mm 
in diameter. The holes 304 are 8 mm in diameter and 
mounted 30 degrees upwards of horizontal. Drainage 
holes 410, at the bottom of the body 302 and typically 
1 6 mm in diameter, allow tank water 1 8 seepage to drain 
from the body 302. A cap 41 1 covers the end of the body 
302. 

[0059] Conduit aerators 238 such as those described 
above may admit some tank water 18, even with air flow- 



ing through them, which dries out leaving an accumula- 
tion of solids. When the supply of air is switched be- 
tween manifolds as described above, however, the con- 
duit aerator 238 is alternately flooded and emptied. The 
5 resulting cyclical wetting of the conduit aerators 238 
helps re-wet and remove solids accumulating inthecon- 
duit aerators 238 or to prevent tank water 1 8 from drying 
and depositing solids in the conduit aerators 238. If nec- 
essary, this flooding can be encouraged by releasing air 
from the appropriate manifold by opening a valve vented 
to atmosphere. 

[0060] Embodiments similar to those described 
above can be made in many alternate configurations 
and operated according to many alternate methods 
within the teachings of the invention , the scope of which 
is defined in the following claims. 

Examples 

[0061] The following examples refer to ZW 500 mem- 
brane modules produced by ZENON Environmental 
Inc.. Each ZW 500 has two rectangular skeins of vertical 
hollowfiber membranes. Forthe purposes of calculating 
superficial velocities, the cross sectional area of aera- 
tion for each ZW 500 membrane module is approximate- 
ly 0.1 75 m 2 . All airflow rates given below are at standard 
conditions. 

Example 1 

[0062] A cassette of 8 ZW 500 membrane modules 
were operated in bentonite suspension under generally 
constant process parameters but for changes in flux and 
aeration. A fouling rate of the membranes was moni- 
tored to assess the effectiveness of the aeration. Aera- 
tion was supplied to the cassette at constant rates of 
204 m 3 /h (ie. 25.5 m 3 /h per module) and 136 m 3 /h and 
according to various cycling regimes. In the cycled tests, 
a total air supply of 136 m 3 /h was cycled between aer- 
ators located below the modules and aerators located 
between and beside the modules in cycles of the dura- 
tions indicated in Figure 1 0A. Aeration at 1 36 m 3 /h in 30 
second cycles (15 seconds of air to each set of aerators) 
was approximately as effective as non-cycled aeration 
at 204 m 3 /h. 

Example 2 

[0063] The same apparatus as described in example 
1 was tested under generally constant process param- 
eters but for the variations in airflow indicated in Figure 
1 0B. In particular, 70% of the total air flow of 136 m 3 /h 
was cycled in a 20 second cycle such that each group 
of aerators received 70% of the total airflow for 1 0 sec- 
onds and 30% of the total airflow for 10 seconds. As 
shown in Figure 1 0B, cycling 70% of the airflow resulted 
in reduced fouling rate at high permeate flux compared 
to constant aeration at the same total air flow. 



15 



20 



25 



30 



35 



40 



45 



50 



9 



17 



EP 1 445 240 A1 



18 



Example 3 

[0064] 2 ZW 500 membrane modules were operated 
to produce drinking water from a natural supply of feed 
water. Operating parameters were kept constant but for 
changes in aeration. The modules were first operated 
for approximately 1 0 days with non-cycled aeration at 
25.5 m 3 /h per module (for a total system airflow 51 m 3 / 
h). For a subsequent period of about three days, air was 
cycled from aerators near one set of modules to aerators 
near another set of modules such that each module was 
aerated at 12.8 m 3 /h for 10 seconds and then not aer- 
ated for a period of 1 0 seconds (for a total system airflow 
of 1 2.8 m 3 /h). For a subsequent period of about 1 0 days, 
the modules were aerated such that each module was 
aerated at 25.5 m 3 /h for 10 seconds and then not aer- 
ated for a period of 1 0 seconds (for a total system airflow 
of 25.5 m 3 /h). For a subsequent period of about 1 0 days, 
the initial constant airflow was restored. As shown in Fig- 
ure 1 0C, with aeration such that each module was aer- 
ated at 25.5 m 3 /h for 10 seconds and then not aerated 
for a period of 1 0 seconds (ie. one half of the initial total 
system airflow), the membrane permeability stabilized 
at over 250 L/m 2 /h/bar whereas with non-cycled airflow 
at the initial total system airflow the membrane perme- 
ability stabilised at only about 125 L/m 2 /h/bar. 

Example 4 

[0065] 3 units each containing 2 ZW 500 membrane 
modules were operated at various fluxes in a membrane 
bioreactor. Unit 1 had modules operating at 26 L/m 2 /h 
and 51 L/m 2 /h. Unit 2 had modules operating at 31 U 
m 2 /h and 46 L/m 2 /h. Unit 3 had modules operating at 34 
L/m 2 /h and 51 L/m 2 /h. The units were first operated for 
a period, of about 10 days with non-cycled aeration at 
42.5 m 3 /h per module (total system airflow of 85 m 3 /h). 
The permeability decreased and stabilized at between 
250 and 275 L/m 2 /h/barfor Unit 1 , between 200 and 225 
L/m 2 /h/bar for Unit 2 and between 1 50 and 1 75 L/m 2 /h/ 
bar for Unit 3. For a second period of about 14 days, a 
total system airflow of 61 .2 m 3 /h was applied for 1 0 sec- 
onds to aerators below the modules and then for 1 0 sec- 
onds to aerators beside the modules. Under these con- 
ditions, permeability increased and stabilized at be- 
tween 350 and 375 L/m 2 /h/bar for Unit 1 and between 
325 and 350 L/m 2 /h/bar for Units 2 and 3. 

Example 5 

[0066] A cassette of 6 ZW 500 modules was used to 
treat sewage. While holding other process parameters 
generally constant, aeration was varied and permeabil- 
ity of the modules was measured periodically as shown 
in Figure 11. In period A, 255 m 3 /h of air was supplied 
continuously and evenly to themodules. In period B, 184 
m 3 /h of air was applied for 10 seconds to aerators below 
the modules and then for 1 0 seconds to aerators beside 



the modules. In Period C. the same aeration regime was 
used, but shrouding around the modules was altered. In 
period D, 1 84 m 3 /h of air was applied for 1 0 seconds to 
aerators near a first set of modules and then for 1 0 sec- 
5 onds to aerators near a second set of modules. In period 
E, 204 m 3 /h of air was appliedto all of the modules even- 
ly for 10 seconds and then no air was supplied to the 
modules for 1 0 seconds. In Period F, 306 m 3 /h was ap- 
plied to all of the modules evenly for 10 seconds and 
then no air was supplied to the modules for 1 0 seconds. 
In Period G, 153 m 3 /h was applied to aerators near a 
first set of modules and then for 1 0 seconds to aerators 
near a second set of modules. 



[0067] A single ZW 500 membrane module was used 
to filter a supply of surface water. While keeping other 
process parameters constant, the module was operated 
under various aeration regimes and its permeability re- 
corded periodically. First the module was operated with 
constant aeration at (a) 20.4 m 3 /h and (b) 25.5 m 3 /h. 
After an initial decrease in permeability, permeability 
stabilised at (a) about 200 L/m 2 /h/bar and (b) between 
275 and 300 L/m 2 /h/bar respectively. In a first experi- 
ment, aeration was supplied to the module at 25.5 m 3 / 
h for two minutes and then turned off for 2 minutes. In 
this trial, permeability decreased rapidly and could not 
be sustained at acceptable levels. In another experi- 
ment, however, aeration was supplied to the module at 
25.5 m 3 /h for 30 seconds and then at 8.5 m 3 /h for 30 
seconds. In this trial, permeability again decreased ini- 
tially but then stabilised at between 275 and 300 L/m 2 / 
h/bar. 



Claims 

1 . A device for aerating one or more membrane mod- 
40 ules (20) immersed in tank water (18) in a tank (12; 
412; 512; 612), having: 

(a) a gas delivery network (40; 240); 

(b) one or more aerators (38; 238) in fluid com- 
45 munication with the gas delivery network and 

mounted so as to be effective to clean or inhibit 
fouling of the membrane module; 

(c) a gas supply (42; 242) adapted to provide 
an initial gas flow at an initial flow rate; and 

50 (d) one or more valves in a valve set (254) in 

fluid communication with the gas supply (42; 
242) and having an outlet in fluid communica- 
tion with the gas delivery network (240); 

characterized in that the device also in- 
55 cludes:- 

(e) a valve set controller (256) mechanically or 
electrically linked to the valve set (254), which 
automatically operates the or each valve so that 
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the aerator(s) (38; 238) receive gas at a rate 
switching between a higher flow rate and a low- 
er flow rate, the lower flow rate being less than 
half the higher flow rate, in repeated cycles of 
not more than 120 seconds in duration. 

2. A device according to claim 1 . wherein the gas de- 
livery network (240) has a plurality of distinct 
branches, each branch being in communication 
with one or more aerators mounted below the mem- 
brane module(s) (20) : and the controller splits the 
gas flow between the distinct branches so that each 
distinct branch receives a supply of gas switching 
between the higherflow rate and the lowerflow rate. 

3. A device according to claim 2, in which, while the 
gas supply provides an essentially constant initial 
flow, the switching between high and low rates in 
the branches is carried out in such a way that the 
total gas flow is essentially constant while aeration 
is performed. 

4. A device according to claim 2 or 3, in which the aer- 
ators (238) associated with a first distinct branch of 
the gas delivery network (240) are interspersed in 
a horizontal plane with the aerators (238) associat- 
ed with a second distinct branch of the gas delivery 
network (240) in such a way that adjacent aerators 
(238) are in fluid connection with different distinct 
branches of the gas delivery network (240). 

5. A device according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the repeated cycles are between 20 seconds and 
60 seconds in duration, in particular between 20 
seconds and 40 seconds in duration. 

6. A device according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the membrane modules (20) have rectangular 
skeins (8) of vertically oriented hollow fibre mem- 
branes (23) between upper and lower headers 
(251), the aerators (38; 238) are conduit aerators 
approximately as long as the headers (251) of the 
rectangular skeins (8) and the aerators (38; 238) 
are mounted parallel to the headers (251 ) of the rec- 
tangular skeins (8). 

7. A device according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the gas supply (42; 242) produces, in use, a higher 
flow rate corresponding to a superficial velocity, in 
relation to the aerators (38; 238) receiving the flow 
of gas at the higher flow rate, of between 0.013 m/ 
s and 0.15 m/s. 

8. A device according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the lower flow rate is a gas-off condition. 

9. A device according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the higherflow rate is provided for about one half of 



the duration of the cycle. 

1 0. A device according to any preceding claim, wherein 
the flow of gas is alternated abruptly between the 

5 higher flow rate and the lower flow rate. 

1 1 . A device for treating water to produce a filtered per- 
meate, comprising: 

10 a) a tank (12, 412, 512, 61 2) to hold the water; 

b) one or more membrane modules (20,220) 
mounted in the tank so as to be normally im- 
mersed in the water: 

(c) means (28) to withdraw a filtered permeate 
from the one or more membrane modules; and 

(d) means (237) to both (i) aerate the feed water 
with fouling-inhibiting bubbles and (ii) produce 
transient flow conditions in the water in the 
tank. 

12. A device according to claim 11 , wherein the one or 
more membrane modules (20) comprise hollow fi- 
bre membranes. 

13. A method of operating a device according to any 
preceding claim. 
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FIG. 9B 
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